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rnesto Sandoval, a human rights worker and former judge, was assassinated Feb. 10 in the western
Honduran town of Santa Maria de Copan. The murder occurred days after human rights activists
were stunned by a court ruling that applied amnesty to a military officer charged with human rights
violations. Sandoval was a regional coordinator for the Comite para la Defensa de los Derechos
Humanos (CODEH). CODEH president Ramon Custodio and Attorney General Edmundo Orellana
agreed that the killing was the work of a death squad linked to the Armed Forces.
Relations between the human rights community and the military reached a low point last month
when Custodio formally accused Armed Forces chief Gen. Mario Hung Pacheco of involvement in
the 1988 disappearance of a student activist (see NotiCen, 01/29/98). Sandoval said last year he had
been threatened with death by a vigilante group identifying itself as "Los Justicieros de la Noche."
Last December, the Justicieros circulated a letter in Santa Maria de Copan that blamed human rights
activists and inept police for rampant crime. The letter said their group consisted of five heavily
armed men who vowed to kill 75 people they had identified as responsible for public insecurity in
the town. The killing of Sandoval happened the same day that Gen. Hung Pacheco filed suit against
Custodio, charging him with falsifying evidence in the disappearance case. Custodio, who has also
reported numerous death threats, believes the two events may be part of a military offensive against
CODEH.

Judge grants amnesty to military officer in kidnapping case
The assassination coincided with a highly controversial decision on Jan. 30 by criminal court judge
Francisco Pastor Merlo to drop charges against Col. Juan Blas Salazar, one of nine military officers
accused in the 1982 kidnapping of eight students (see NotiSur, 08/04/95 and 08/25/95). In his ruling,
Merlo acknowledged Blas Salazar's guilt, but said national reconciliation, called for in the 1987
Esquipulas peace accords, required that his offenses be covered by amnesty. He also ruled that the
Honduran amnesty decrees of 1989-1991 be applied to the Armed Forces.
Bertha Oliva, coordinator of a support group for families of disappearance victims, said the amnesty
decrees were not meant to apply to the state or its military, but to those rebelling against the state.
"With this [ruling], you are not going to reconcile the Honduran nation," she said. The ruling
prompted the military to begin a public- relations campaign to urge amnesty for its members
accused in other cases. The ruling also raised the likelihood that other officers, three of them
fugitives, will apply for amnesty.
Meanwhile, human rights leaders are considering taking the Blas Salazar case to international
tribunals. Blas Salazar remains in prison convicted on narcotics charges (see NotiSur,12/15/95).
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[Sources: Inter Press Service, 01/30/98; Reuter, 02/05/98, 02/11/98; Spanish news service EFE,
02/11/98; La Prensa (Honduras), 02/11/98, 02/12/98; El Tiempo (Honduras), 01/30/98, 02/11/98,
02/12/98, 02/13/98]
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